H umanity confronts an enormous task: stimulating economic growth in rural areas where 75 percent of Earth's very poor people currently reside, while ensuring the nutritional security of a growing world population that is changing its consumption patterns as it becomes wealthier. This must be done without intensifying environmental degradation or social inequity and without adverse consequences for human health.
The challenge is not only great, it is also urgent. Nearly 800 million people are chronically undernourished even though food is abundant. Barriers such as low incomes, disadvantageous trade policies, and civil and political instability all contribute to poverty that makes it impossible for many people to gain access to food of sufficient diversity, quantity, and quality. Poor farming practices, infrastructure deficits, and the inability of farmers to obtain the best materials and information exacerbate these obstacles.
As bad as the current situation is, the next few decades will, unless we act now, almost certainly find us facing worse problems. Producing sufficient vegetables, fruits, meat, and fish to meet the demands of growing populations and changing diets will become even more of a challenge than ensuring access. Meeting these demands will require higher productivity and product diversification aimed at improving the livelihoods of poor people, protecting the environment, and ensuring broadbased economic growth. We will need to produce more with less-less water in many areas and less labor where HIV/AIDS and other diseases abound. And we will need to do so in the context of greater climate variability. We will also need a policy environment in both developed and developing countries that is grounded in equity. Policies must address key issues such as trade, intellectual property rights, and land tenure and enhance agricultural productivity while encouraging the sustainable use of natural resources.
As the global population grows over the next 50 years to as many as 10 billion people and the world gross domestic product increases, we will need to advance scientific knowledge relevant to a broad range of agricultural endeavors. Specifically, we must develop more productive food and commodity cultivars, improve the nutritional quality of crop and livestock products, and reduce losses caused by pests and diseases. We must also develop sustainable, responsible fisheries and aquaculture practices, find better ways to use forests and cropland, manage water more efficiently, and conserve and manage genetic diversity.
Because about 90 percent of the food consumed in poor countries is produced locally, the economic and physical well-being of the inhabitants of those countries will turn on stabilizing and increasing agricultural productivity through improved practices and technologies. As insufficient production of agricultural products begins to eclipse access as the main obstacle to combating hunger and ensuring the livelihoods of people in rural areas, decisionmakers will need to know where to strike the balance between technologies that enhance production (e.g., creation of pest-resistant crop varieties) and methods that improve access for the world's poorest people (e.g., strengthening of institutions). Finding the correct balance will require that policymakers have at their disposal more and better information about the impacts of agricultural technologies, including impacts on the natural resource base.
Generating the information needed for effective policies will require a focused research agenda supported by renewed public investment in agricultural research and development. During the past century, such investments triggered advances in agricultural science and technology that were indispensable to meeting the needs of a rapidly growing population. Today, the rate of growth of public investment in agricultural science is declining, and although private-sector investments are increasing, the research they support focuses primarily on commodities produced for markets in member countries of the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development. Because it takes several years to translate laboratory research into field applications, we must immediately begin generating information of the type and quality needed for effective policymaking.
Assessing requirements for meeting the demand for agricultural products and for improving rural livelihoods is a multisectoral endeavor requiring attention to a wide array of economic, environmental, ethical, and social considerations. Conflicting views on a number of agricultural issues-such as the technological potential and public acceptability of modern biotechnology, the potential of organic farming, the adequacy of existing institutions, and the importance of maintaining and improving the science base-underscore the need for a global dialogue. In light of the urgency and complexity of these and related issues, an international assessment is needed now to provide a comprehensive, multidisciplinary assessment of topics critical to policy formulation. Experience indicates that open and transparent international assessments can improve the quality of the information that undergirds policy formulation-particularly when the issues are complex and the literature on them is extensive and sometimes contradictory. To achieve maximum impact, assessments must be inclusive and sensitive to the concerns of all relevant stakeholders. They must include, at a minimum, governments, the private sector, nongovernmental organizations, farmers and other producers, consumers, and the scientific community.
Although numerous national and international analyses of specific aspects of agricultural policy (e.g., projected agricultural trends) have already been conducted, decisionmakers need a comprehensive international assessment that recognizes the broader policy and institutional issues. This must take place with the participation of all relevant stakeholders. What is needed is a global assessment that puts agriculture firmly back on the public agenda and evaluates the economic, environmental, and social implications of all the options-from intensification of farming, organic production, and biotechnology to waste minimization and more efficient use of natural resources.
A successful international assessment requires high scientific and technical standards, including a rigorous and transparent peer review process; independence from political influence; a transparent process for nominating and selecting experts, one that ensures geographic and stakeholder balance; balanced reporting of perspectives; technical accuracy and quantification of what is known and unknown; mechanisms that promote ownership by stakeholders and decrease the risk of political influence on scientific findings; and effective outreach and communication for the process and results. It must also be broad, embracing issues associated with both risk assessment and risk management; policy relevant, but not prescriptive of policy or policy driven; demand driven, with a well-defined user audience; and owned and mandated by all relevant stakeholders.
With these requirements in mind, the World Bank launched a ninemonth international consultative process at the recent World Summit on Sustainable Development in Johannesburg. The goal of the process is to develop the mandate and organizational structure for a full assessment. The World Bank, in collaboration with other partners, will facilitate a series of multistakeholder regional meetings, video conferences, and Web-based consultations. The consultative process will be used to establish, among other things, the scope, principles, procedures, management, and timetable for the assessment. The process will build an audience, as well as political, institutional, and scientific support, and secure a sound, multistakeholder financial base. The governance and organizational structure of the assessment will be developed through the consultative process and key questions to be addressed.
Our ultimate goal is to reduce poverty and hunger in a way that actively conserves our planet's fragile natural resource base. An international assessment on agriculture that is transparent, inclusive, and devoid of political influence will bring us closer to this goal. 
